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THE SNOWY OWL INVASION OF OHIO IN 1930-1931 

BY LAWRENCE E. HICKS 

The Snowy Owl (Nyclea nyclea) regularly winters far to the 
south of its breeding range, some birds probably crossing our northern 
border into the United States every year, though in very small num¬ 
bers. At more or less regular intervals, the species in its migratory 
wanderings penetrates far into the northern part of the United Stales 
in considerable numbers. Such invasions have occurred in 1876-77, 
1882-83, 1889-90, 1892-93, 1896-97, 1901-02, 1905-06, 1917-18, 1926- 
27, and again recently in 1930-31. Snowy Owls are also known to 
have entered Ohio in some numbers in 1909-10, 1910-11, 1912-13, and 
1921-22. 

Huntington (1931) has summarized the theoretical biological, 
meteorological, and astronomical causes of periodic fluctuations in 
numbers of a species as presented at the Matamek conference on bio¬ 
logical cycles in 1931. Regardless of what these causes may be, 
there is abundant evidence to show that there are well marked cyclical 
fluctuations in the abundance of northern mice, lemmings, the arctic 
ptarmigan, and other animals in the arctic regions which comprise the 
food supply of the Snowy Owl. 

To determine the extent of these periodic southward migrations 
of the Snowy Owl or to make an approximate estimate of the number 
of individuals of the species involved, is a gigantic task—one which 
requires the cooperative efforts of hundreds of held workers in every 
section of eastern United States and Canada. To make similar obser¬ 
vations of the species during the nesting season or throughout the nor¬ 
mal winter range would be practically impossible at the present time. 

Fortunately, the prey of the Snowy Owl is practically the same as 
that of the arctic fox. An abundance of the food species is followed 
bv a rapid increase in numbers of both foxes and owls. \\ hen the 
food supply fails, the Snowy Owl apparently migrates southward to 
areas unaffected by the food shortage while the arctic foxes are quickly 
reduced in numbers by starvation and trapping in large numbers. 

The dates of the Snowy Owl invasions as recorded in ornithologi¬ 
cal publications synchronize almost perfectly with reported fluctua¬ 
tions in numbers of arctic foxes. A record catch of foxes by Cana¬ 
dian trappers is followed by a definite invasion of Snowy Owls. These 
paired maximums and invasions occur at intervals of three to five, 
but usually, four years. Gross (1931) has compared the dates for 
Snowy Owl invasions with the years of maximum numbers of arctic 
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foxes as determined by Mr. Charles Elton, of Oxford, England, who 
tabulated the number of arctic fox pelts sold by trappers at the Fort 
Chima post of the Hudson Bay Company from 1872 to 1930. 

Dr. Gross lists 1909, 1913, and 1921 as years in which arctic 
foxes reached maximum numbers but with no known definite accom¬ 
panying Snowy Owl invasion. Many specimens of the species, how¬ 
ever, were taken in Ohio during the winter of 1909-1910 and 1912- 
1913 and at least one specimen during the winter of 1921-1922. Thus, 
we see that the records for at least forty years indicate a very definite 
relationship between the maximum number of arctic foxes and the 
Snowy Owl invasions (and the abundance of animals comprising the 
food supply of both species). 

During the winter of 1930-1931 from the beginning of the Snowy 
Owl invasion, the writer endeavored to compile as complete a list as 
possible of all Ohio records. All taxidermists of the state were noti¬ 
fied of the work and requested to mail in records. The aid of each of 
approximately seventy game protectors of the Ohio Division of Con¬ 
servation was solicited. A large number of records came from this 
source, as many protectors interviewed fifty or more observers in their 
county territory concerning the presence of “white owls”. During the 
winter season, the writer personally visited and engaged in other orni¬ 
thological research in fifty-nine of the eighty-eight counties of the 
state, interviewing some 320 observers concerning records. In addi¬ 
tion numerous notices were published in local and state papers and 
195 questionaires were mailed to ornithologists of the state, including 
all Ohio members of the Wilson Ornithological Club. 

The response of these efforts was most encouraging, splendid 
cooperation on the part of everyone concerned making it possible to 
tabulate what certainly is one of the most complete numerical counts 
ever made in an area of state size. More than three-fourths of the 
records were received from two or more sources and the capture of 
one bird was actually listed in twelve different reports. The writer 
wishes to acknowledge his indebtedness to the several hundred coopera¬ 
tors who so willingly furnished information. 

The figures tabulated below certainly do represent a rather high 
percentage of all birds actually observed or captured by man in the 
state during the invasion. How many more actually crossed our bor¬ 
ders but escaped detection, we can only surmise. Because of the eco¬ 
nomic depression, many hunters could not afford to pay for the mount¬ 
ing of birds shot or trapped. Several taxidermists reported a big 
decrease in receipts and many birds left for mounting uncalled for. 
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Certainly a much larger percentage of Snowy Owls captured failed 
to find their way to taxidermists (the best source of records) than in 
former years. Also the Snowy Owl invasion of 1926-27 made mounted 
birds so common that they were no longer valued by sportsmen and 
rural people as unusual or valuable prizes. 



Gross (1927 and 1931) records 2363 Snowy Owls reported in the 
United States during the 1926-27 invasion and 1313 birds in southern 
Canada and the United States in 1930-31. Ohio reported 138 birds 
in 1926-27 (Thomas. 1928) and 126 in 1930-31. Numbers reported 
in some other stales during the two invasions arc as follows: Maine, 
589-59; Massachusetts, 294-53; Connecticut, 58-16; New York, 495-63; 
Michigan, 592-29; and Minnesota, 103-44. Exclusive of Ohio records, 
and considering only the actual number of birds reported which is 
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thought to be representative of the total migratory movement, the 
1930-31 invasion was only about one-sixth as large as the 1926-27 
invasion. This would hardly seem true of Ohio. In 1926-27 the 
species received wide-spread publicity in the state and the 138 records 
compiled by Mr. Thomas certainly are fairly representative of the 
actual numbers present at that time. With nearly as many birds (126 ) 
reported in 1930-31, it would seem that this recent invasion must have 
been at least half as large as the first. Also, the height of the inva¬ 
sion, considering the whole of eastern United States and Canada came 
near the middle of November in both cases. The height in numbers in 
Ohio, as determined by Mr. Thomas in 1926-27. took place about 
December 15, while the height in 1930-31 did not occur before Janu¬ 
ary 10. This very considerable variation in the date of appearance in 
maximum numbers is indeed interesting. Its significance, though per¬ 
haps of importance, is hardly evident at the present time. 

Mr. Thomas lists 138 records from 83 localities and 36 counties; 
the present list includes 126 records from 82 localities and 34 counties. 
In 1926-27, 92, or 67 per cent, of the birds reported were killed or 
captured while in the recent invasion only 51, or 40 per cent, suffered 
the same fate. This, perhaps, is largely due to the fact that the height 
of the migration came nearly a month later in 1930-31 or mostly fol¬ 
lowing and not during the hunting season. Also, in 1926-27 most of 
the birds reported appeared to be in a somewhat dazed condition and 
not at all at home in their new environment. Many were absolutely, 
without fear and others appeared sick. Numerous birds at that time 
were captured by hand, flying into automobiles or attracted by bright 
lights. A number were struck down by railroad locomotives, picked 
up while in an exhausted condition or found in some unusual situa¬ 
tion which hardly seemed a logical stopping place for a normal bird 
of prey. Of eleven stomachs examined by the writer at that time, ten 
were entirely empty while one contained a small quantity of chicken 
feathers. Nearly all birds handled were considerably emaciated. 

In 1930-31 records of birds taken under unusual conditions were 
very few. Most birds captured or observed appeared normal in every 
respect and not dazed or emaciated but as much at home as our native 
owls. This undoutedly accounts for a much lower percentage of the 
birds being killed or captured and leads me to believe that in Ohio, 
and perhaps elsewhere, the 1930-31 invasion did approach that of 
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1926-2/ in numbers much more closely than the figures actually re¬ 
ported would indicate. In 1930-31 a large number of the records 
listed were of birds reported to have been present in some particular 
locality for from two to nine weeks, the birds being observed almost 
daily bunting over stubble fields or bottom lands where meadow mice 
were abundant. All observers questioned were of the opinion that 
certainly a large percentage of the birds of this recent invasion did 
succeed in returning to northern regions in the spring, escaping the 
tragic fates of most of the owls of 1926-27. Of nine stomachs ex¬ 
amined in 1930-31, all but one contained some food, including two 
Bob-whites, parts of a Ring-necked Pheasant, a sparrow, remains of a 
Hu ngarian Partridge, one rat, bits of two chickens, and eight mice. 

COMPARISON OF SNOWY OWL INVASIONS IN OHIO 


1926-27 1930-31 

Counties of Ohio reporting Snowy Owls. 36 34 

Number of localities reporting Snowy Owls. 83 82 

Number of individuals reported. 138 126 

Number of individuals killed or captured. 92 51 

Percentage of total number killed or captured. 67% 40% 

Number of individuals in northern third of Ohio. 100 101 

Date of earliest record. 11-3-26 10-15-30 

Height of migration.12-15-26 1-12-31 

Date of latest record. 5-14-27 5-12-31 

Number of individuals reported by months—- 

October . 0 2 

November . 25 5 

December . 49 19 

January . 6 39 

February . 11 33 

March . 5 6 

April . 1 4 

May . 1 1 


The distribution of records received, as tbe map shows, was 
northernly, four-fifths of the returns being from the Lake Erie counties 
or the counties of northwestern Ohio along the Maumee River, especi¬ 
ally Paulding, Defiance, Henry, Lucas, Wood, Ottawa, Sandusky, Erie, 
and Ashtabula Counties. Few birds penetrated to the southern part 
of the state but records were much commoner throughout central Ohio 
than in a belt from twenty to sixty miles south of Lake Erie. On the 
whole the distribution of records is remarkably similar to that of the 
1926-27 invasion. 
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